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afraid something might happen and he be alone in strange
parts."                                                                              ^$
Pantaleimon flung a bundle of green hay to the horsesf
then went over to Gregor and asked in a hoarse whisper, his
black, bloodshot eyes dilated anxiously :
" Well, how is it going ? "
" Oh, all right.   We keep on fighting."
" I heard a story that the cossacks won't march beyond
the province boundaries. Is that true ? "
" Only talk/' Gregor replied evasively.
" What do you mean by it, my lad ? " the old man said
in an unfriendly and anxious tone. " You can't go on like
that. We old men hope. . . . Except for you, who is going
to defend our father Don ? If you don't want to fight, which
God forbid. . . . Your men told me. . . . They're spreading
rumours, the sons of bitches."
They went into the hut, and the cossacks gathered to hear
the news of the village. After a whispered consultation with
the mistress of the hut Daria untied a bag of food and begatr
to prepare the evening meal.
" I hear you've been reduced from squadron commander,"
Pantaleimon asked.
" I'm a troop commander now." Gregor's unconcerned
reply irritated the old man. Frowns appeared on his brow.
He limped to the table, hurriedly muttered a prayer, wiped
a spoon with the edge of his coat, then asked in an affronted
tone :
" And what's that for ? Didn't you please your superior
officers ? "
Gregor felt disinclined to talk about the matter in front o
the cossacks, and he shrugged his shoulders with annoyance
" They appointed a new commander, one with education,"
he said.
" But serve him all the same, my son ! Them and their
education! You got a real education during the German
war, more than any of their bespectacled officers." The old
man was obviously indignant. But Gregor frowned and
glanced sidelong at the cossacks to see whether they were
smiling.
He felt no resentment at his reduction in rank. He had
gladly handed over the squadron, realising that he would no
longer be responsible for the lives of the men from his own